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Researchers at UC, San Francisco identified a molecule that regulates differentiation of embryonic stem cells. In some cases, small

molecules of the genetic material RNA have the ability to turn genes on and off rather than carrying out the normal RNA function of

coding for proteins. These small RNAs, called micro RNA or miRNA, are thought to be one way the cell regulates genes that control how

stem cells differentiate into mature cell types. In this study, the researchers created genetically altered mouse embryonic stem cells

that lack the miRNA DGCR8. These cells did not respond properly to signals that would normally cause stem cells to differentiate into

mature cell types. Even after the cells began differentiating they continued making proteins that are normally only found in embryonic

stem cells. This work shows that miRNAs are key molecules to target for controlling ES cell differentiation, which is essential for

developing safe protocols for stem cell-based therapies.
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